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The purpose of this paper is to reflect upon the history of my grandmother, Carol Tracy’s life.  I will discuss what I have learned about my grandma through speaking with her.  It was very interesting to see what has influenced her life and how living in her generation was so different from my generation.  I was able to learn more about my mother’s side of the family and all about my grandma’s childhood.

Carol Hilda Braun was born on November 18th, 1932 in Nekoosa, WI.  She is currently 78 years old and I cannot believe it since how active she is.  Carol was the daughter of Hilda Kraft and August Braun who were both of German descent.  August was a barber and would supplement the family’s income by raising foxes.  When she was only five years old her mother died and her father remarried later on to Ruth Holmquist, whom was her step mother.  Ruth was of Swedish descent.  Carol is youngest of four girls in her family.  The oldest is Ruth (91), followed by Doris (85), and Betty (80).  The first home that my grandmother could recall was an easy question since she had lived in the same house until she was married.  She was born in the sun parlor of their Nekoosa home on 531 North Street.  Both she and her sister Betty were both born in the sun parlor, which came to be Carol’s favorite room since it was their playroom.  Nekoosa Wisconsin in Native American means “running water” and it’s probably due to the fact that the Wisconsin River runs through it.  The town was a paper mill town.  

Carol does not have many memories of either set of her grandparents since most of them were deceased before she was born.  They also were not very close to the family.  Her grandmother Braun was very nice to them after mother had died and would often bake for them.  But she also died about a year after their mother did.  Her step grandmother had made Carol her confirmation dress and it was a very beautiful white dress with a flower out of the same material.

Carol does not have too many of her favorite things from her childhood that she could recall.  She did have a favorite book about a bunch of kittens called The quittens.  She had loved and cherished this book, and up until recently had held onto it.  She also has a necklace from her real mother along with a saw tooth style glass bowl that she always uses for special occasions for jello.  One of her sisters had sent her a ecru doily that was hand made by their mother which she loves dearly and has hanging up on a basket in the kitchen.  

It was very easy for Carol to recall the names and locations of her elementary, jr. high, and high school, because they were all in the same building.  Carol attended Alexander high school for kindergarten through twelfth grade, in Nekoosa, WI.  She had a total of 40 people in her graduating class since she came from a small town.  Some of her fondest memories of her childhood were made at this school.  In 1st grade she was the gingerbread boy in the school play and still to this day can recall her line of “I am the gingerbread boy, I am, I am and I can run away from you I can, I can, I can.”  She wore a brown suit with pink yarn trimmings.  She could remember people recognizing her voice as the gingerbread boy when they would come in her father’s barbershop.  Because of this play appearance, she has received a gingerbread boy trinket from her family and friends for Christmas time.  Another fond memory of the school is when she was selected as the prom queen her junior year.  The theme was “Cruising down the river.’’  She states that prom has changed a lot over the last few decades.  In her time the whole school got involved with planning the dance and held it in the gymnasium.  This is the complete opposite that happened with me since ours wasn’t at the school and we didn’t really have much of a say in or prom details since student counsel chose everything for us.  She say’s we really are missing out.  

Carol really didn’t have any particular nickname during her childhood.  Betty used to call her pudgy but no one else did.  Her closest friends in high school were Shirley Cole whom died when she was 34 and Janet Drews, whom was 76 when she did.  These girls were inseparable, and they would call the group of themselves the three musketeers.  The three of them would walk home together after school and would meet at the railroad tracks and talk for a while and then finally part and go off on their separate ways.  They would oftentimes be late since they would chat for so long at the tracks.  One of her favorite stories about her friends was the Ruby story.  One day after school Carol and Shirley went to leave through the double set of doors.  Shirley, the mischievous one went out first and saw one of their teachers named Ruby.  Now mind you that in these days, students referred to their teacher only with their last name.  So disrespectfully Shirley called out to Ruby as she was passing and said “Hi-ya Ruby!” and she then ducked back behind the double doors.  Leaving Carol behind to take the wrap for it since Ruby didn’t see that it was actually Shirley who did it.  She didn’t get in trouble but it was her favorite story about her friends.  The three musketeers had remained in touch all the way up until they died, and now Carol is the only one left.   They would often write letters to one another.  Carol also writes letters to a girl that was her neighbor as a child, named Ardean Milkey.  They were the same age and grew up being neighbors for years and have decided to keep contact. 

In high school, her favorite subjects of study were English and home economics.  She enjoyed home economics because she learned to do things that she used all the rest of her life and it was a very worthwhile course.  She also enjoyed taking music and she played the violin in the orchestra for three years and sang in the choir.  To this day my grandma still sings in the church choir and every Christmas Eve we go and see her sing the Christmas carols at mass.  In high school she participated in GAA (Girl’s Athletic Association) which was a sports after school club in which they would play all sorts of sports.  Since she was Lutheran she wasn’t allowed to be apart of any organized organization, except for ones run by the church or school.  She was in the church choir and taught Sunday school at the Bethlehem Lutheran Church in Nekoosa.  Carol was a member of the Walther League which was a youth group at the church where they would go to rallies, put on skits, and conduct Bible studies at other churches.  The high school also would put on a program called Summer League in which they offered all sorts of programs during the summer and Carol and her sisters took tap dancing lesions.  

While attending high school, Carol won some prestigious awards.  She was elected the prom queen her junior year.  She earned the Daughter’s of the American Revolution Award her senior year and was an honor student and achieved the rank of 4th highest in her class.  Carol was also elected Miss Nekoosa in the city’s Cranberry Fest which was held each fall during the harvest season, and was able to ride in a convertible and wave during the parade.  

The person that influenced Carol’s life was her oldest sister, Ruth.  When the family’s mother died when Carol was only five years old, Ruth took on the role of caring for the family till dad was remarried.  Ruth had made a promise with momma that she would take care of the children, and she stuck to it. 

Carol stated that she has had so many odd part time jobs as a teen.  She had worked for the restaurant called Polzin’s as a waitress in high school.  It was an ice cream parlor and diner and she made 35¢ an hour.  On Saturday’s she would clean someone’s house and babysat, and made 50¢ an hour doing this.  One summer she worked on a gladiola farm and made hay with a team of horses.  Then another summer she painted pheasant coops for a family friend who had a bird farm.

She could not recall the first movie she ever saw, but recalled going often to see Roy Rodger’s movies.  She was in love with him and made sure to always catch his movies.  One summer she went to visit her step sister in Milwaukee when she was 11 or 12 and got to meet Roy and Trigger which was a dream come true at her age.


Carol’s favorite books to read were the Nancy Drew series, which was my favorite too as a child.  She also enjoyed the book called 17th summer.  The most popular artists during her adolescence were Frank Sinatra, Rosemary Clooney, Johnny James, Pat Paige, etc.  As a child Carol would listen to the program the Hit Parade on Saturday nights in which they would count down the top songs.  There was also a magazine that went along with it that one could buy that had all the lyrics to go along with it.  The girls would turn on the radio, prop open the book on the windowsill and sing along as they did the dishes.


During high school the fashion statement for the ladies was the Gibson Girl look.  This included wearing skirts and blouses with scarves.  They would also wear little fake floral pins on their collars, white buck shoes or penny loafers.  For dress up the girls wore ballerina length dresses.  Girls never wore pants to school, they would wear them to walk to school but would take them off and hang them up in their locker once they got there.  Pants were only for yard work or picnics.  The gentlemen would wear grey flannel pants and navy blue coats. Navy blue and white were the main colors which created a nautical look.


The one trip that Carol can remember the most vividly from her childhood would have to be going to the fox picnics.  These picnics were held every year for everyone who had raised foxes in the area.  They would have great food, ice cream, and soda.  They also went swimming and there was a huge slide into the water at the park.  These were the most memorable trips since the family didn’t go on trips very much.


Transportation had been minimal over the course of her childhood and adolescence.  Her father had owned a car and he was the only one that had used it to get to work or trips to Uncle Bill’s every Sunday to help out.  Most often if someone wanted to go somewhere they would just walk, which she got accustom to doing.  The scariest thing was the fact that Carol had to teach herself to drive.  Since Nekoosa was such a small town, the police chief knew her and thought she was a nice kid, so when she went down to the police station to get her learner’s permit he skipped it.  He said Carol didn’t need to bother with getting that and gave her a real license.  Little did he know that Carol had only driven about two times in her Driver’s Ed class in school.  Once she was married my grandfather had to help her learn how to drive on the highways and such.


Carol did not go to college because her step mother talked her out of it.  She said that her daddy needed her to stay and take care of him.  Her high school English teacher, Dorothy Bonn, even had offered to give her a scholarship and pay for all of her college and Carol wouldn’t have to pay her back.  She couldn’t just run out on him so she gave up that dream.  

Carol’s first real date was with my grandfather Richard (Dick) Tracy.  She had a double date that her sister set up with one on her friends, but Carol doesn’t even consider this one to count.  Dick had asked her to the Snow Ball which was located at SS Peter and Paul in Wisconsin Rapids at Christmas time.  Carol was 15 and Dick was 16 years old at the time of this first date.  He had gone to the Catholic school and she had gone to public school but they had known each other since her father was the town barber and they lived in a small town.  One Sunday when Carol was walking back from teaching Sunday school, he stopped and asked her if she wanted a ride home.  She was so excited, despite the fact that she was almost home.  He drove her around and this is when he asked my grandma to the Snow Ball.  
From the moment of the snowball she knew that this young man was the one that she wanted to marry.  They dated for seven years before they were married, but had discussed marriage when he went away to college which was approximately after three years.  What had attracted her to Dick was that he treated her so perfectly, was very nice and he was good looking.  They were engaged from December until their wedding in June.   He had given her a diamond on Christmas Eve, and jokingly said that this was the year that Wisconsin had made it to the Bowl game in California and he chose to buy her diamond instead of going to see the game.  The best gift that Carol had ever received was her first baby and also her diamond engagement ring.
Dick and Carol were married on June 20th 1953 in Sacred Heart Catholic Church in Nekoosa.  This was one of the happiest days of young Carol’s life.  When asked what she remembers most about her ceremony, she stated that it was hard to remember anything since she was so nervous.  It turned out that this day was the hottest of the year and she was sweating not only due to the heat but from the nerves.  She had been using a handkerchief from her aunt (for something borrowed) and had to constantly be wiping herself off.  This was the main thing she remembered that stood out.  For the couple’s honeymoon, they headed north to Boulder, WI and rented a cottage for the week.  They got the idea from her older sisters since they would rent cottages a lot up north.  They also didn’t want to have to travel too far since Dick was in the military.  
Her favorite story about her spouse can be referred to as the “net worth story.”  Grandpa would always be working in the office and working on keeping their finances and managing their stocks on the computer upstairs.  He would often calculate the families “net worth” and tell Carol their progress on saving for retirement and the future.  One day he came down all proud about their net worth and showed Carol how set they had become for the future.  She was so proud of her husband and told him that he had worked so hard for their family.  He then stated that he didn’t do it alone and “I could have never done it without you.”  This made my grandmother feel so loved.

During their early years of marriage, Dick had been in the ROTC.  After their marriage he went to Military Police school down in Augusta, GA for 5 months so the couple rented a furnished apartment down there.  After school he was transferred to Ft. Huachuca, AZ.  This fort had been closed for three years previously, before their move.  Carol was pregnant at the time of the trip over to Arizona so she was a little nervous that the hospital wouldn’t be open in time.  Shortly after she had arrived, she had the baby and was the only one in the hospital at the time.  She jokes that she only spent $8.25 for the 10 days that she was in the hospital which was just for food.  This baby was named Terry Lee Tracy, and she is my mother.  
One special early memory of my mother she stated was about her first words.  Besides saying momma and dada, my mom surprised her parents by speaking very adult like.  There was a screen door on the front of the house and one day Terry had been standing in that hallway looking out across the street.  She saw the neighbor give and shouted out “Hi Abby!” and surprised the heck out of my grandma.  My mother did not speak baby talk.  She would talk very nicely and say what she wanted very well.  Also when the family moved to Pennsylvania, they had moved into an apartment and their neighbor above them was named Judy.  Now every time she would Terry she would give her a cookie.  My mom got smart one day and decided to walk upstairs, knock on the door, and stuck her hand out while saying “Judy, cookie.”
What my grandmother shared about raising a family is that it is the “most challenging careers a girl can have; but it is also very rewarding, satisfying, and precious careers a girl can have.”  She states that there are a lot of tears, joy, sorrow, happiness, etc.  If given the choice she would still do it all over again and choose it again as her career.  When it was time for the children to leave the house, she said she was ready for it and ready to have it easier.  She was ready for them to spread their wings.  Each time a child leaves the home, it decreases the workload.  But she always made sure that they would keep in touch.

Carol’s first full time job was at the Nekoosa Edwards Paper Company in the purchasing department.  She had started right before graduation from high school and worked there up until her husband went into the service which was approximately 3.5 years.  She did office work such as typing purchasing orders, filing, etc.  She was paid $150 per month while working here which was good money for the time.  Her next and main occupation was being a house wife and mother.  She chose this as her profession because she had always wanted a family.
The most extravagant thing that Carol had ever done was becoming Catholic.  This was also the major turning point in her life.  She had been raised Lutheran and this act took a lot of courage.  Her dad had stated that he would rather see her dead than to become Catholic since there was so much prejudice during these days.  Once she had converted, Ruth told him and talked him down.  She thought she may never see her father again but he accepted it and was glad that she at least was keeping her faith alive.  She believes the soundest investment one can make to be in faith.  It is a non-monetary investment, but it’s something that affects one’s whole life.  It takes some good faith in order to get through life.  One of the most important things that Carol had learned from her parents was her faith.  They had always gone to Sunday school and church each week.
The medical problem that seems to run in the family would be appendicitis.  Carol’s mother had died from her appendix bursting.  All but one of the children (Ruth) had to have their appendix removed.  Even one of her sister’s children had to have their appendix out because it had burst and she was very deathly ill, but recovered.  Crohn’s disease also seems to run in the family since my grandfather, uncle and one of my cousin’s all have had it.

The family tradition that has always been followed was making a birthday cake on Christmas for Jesus.  She hopes that I follow through with this tradition because she wants me to remind my children that it’s not all about Santa on Christmas.  It is a remembrance of Jesus’ birthday and this is why she makes a cake.

The invention that has most changed and affected her life was the washer and drier.  It made washing clothes a much shorter process than having to soak, scrub, rinse, and hang them out to dry.  She most greatly appreciated it when she had kids and needed her cloth diapers cleaned in a hurry, especially when the children were sick.  The national events that have most affected her life were WWII and VJ day which was when the war was over.  Also the assassination of John Kennedy and 9/11 influenced her life greatly.

Her political interest includes voting for whomever she thinks will do the best job for the country.  She has been a republican for most of her life but votes for the best man for the job.  She believes that the country is too hung up on political parties.
Carol is most proud of the fact that she is still enjoying bowling at her age.  She is very proud of her 135 average.  She has been on a team for years and is proud that she can still continue to be involved.

The saddest day of her life was the death of her son, Tommy.  He hadn’t even made it to kindergarten yet when he was hit by a car.  She believes that this was worse than even her husband’s death because he had been sick for a long time and she knew that it was eventually coming.  But in Tommy’s case it was so sudden and she didn’t know it was coming at all.  It also had a huge effect on the family.

When looking back upon her life, the one thing that she wished she had done was to have been closer to her children’s religious education.  She wished that she had home schooled them more about their religion since she had taught Sunday school for so long.  She figured that they were getting enough education at their Catholic school they had attended, but wishes she had played a larger part in it.

As she looks ahead in her future she plans to take care of herself and any others that she can.  She wants to be happy and satisfied with everything that she has been blessed with.  She hopes that the future for me is one that I am happy and healthy.  She wants me to remain a good Christian, citizen, parent, and have a good faith.  She hopes that I find peace in my life.  She loves God, her family and neighbors.  She also tries to love her enemies and pray for them.
It is amazing that the 78 years of Carol Tracy’s life can be summarized into this paper.  It relates the highs and lows of my grandmother’s life.  It reflected upon some of her fondest memories and can act as a legacy of her life that can be handed to other family members.

